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Metropolitan Mathews Mar Severios, Word Became Flesh. The
Christology of Philoxenos of Mabbug, LIT Verlag, Ziirich, 2020, (pp.302).

This book by Mathews Mar Severios, Metropolitan of the Diocese of
Kandanadu West of the Malankara Orthodox Church was originally
presented as doctoral dissertation at the Pontifical Oriental Institute, Rome,
in 1984. Students of Christology and Syriac Studies were waiting for the
publication of this valuable monograph for the last 35 years. This is certainly
the first and the only monograph by a member of the Oriental Orthodox
family of Churches on Philoxenus, bishop of Mabbug (c.440-523).

What is the relevance of a study on the Christology of a 5%/6™ century
Syriac father in the 21* century? The issue discussed in this book is related
to two major divisions in the Eastern Christianity, which remain unhealed
for more than fifteen centuries. Following the Council of Ephesus (431),
the Ancient Church of the East (Persian or ‘Nestorian Church’) broke
away from the main Church. With the Council of Chalcedon (451) the next
major division took place. The Byzantines (Constantinople) and the Latins
defended the doctrine of Christ as defined by Chalcedon. The Syrians and
Egyptians refused to accept it, which for them, is a rupture with the doctrine
of Christ professed by Cyril of Alexandria and the Council of Ephesus. The
ecclesiastical politics and human ego certainly played significant role in
exaggerating the differences and mutual accusations of professing heresies.
Prejudices and intransigent adherence to certain technical terminologies
and concepts widened the divisions. Western historians often carefully ignore
the fact that more than half of the Christians in the first millennium belonged
to the East Syrian Church and the anti-chalcedonian group. In fact it was
the conversion of Russia and the Slavonic world which made Byzantines a
dominant group and the Latin Church became the largest Christian
community with the colonization and the mass conversions in Latin America,
Asia and Africa and the Uniatism among the eastern Christians. Byzantines
and the Latins nicknamed the anti-chalcedonians and ‘monophysites’,
implying that they deny the reality of human nature in Christ. This issue
was discussed in every ecumenical dialogue among the three major groups
which started as early as the fifth century and re-started since 1960s. So
the work of Mar Severios is of great importance in the ecumenical dialogues,
as it exposes the anti-chalcedonian perspective of the union of human and
divine natures in Christ.

In the early centuries of Christianity, in the east, there were two major
schools of theological thought, known as Alexandrian and Antiochian.
Theologians of both sides believed that Christ is fully God and fully man.
But they differed in their understanding of the union of divine and human
natures in Christ. The former emphasized the unity of the two natures,
whereas the latter maintained a distinction between the natures.

The Alexandrians, especially their most outstanding theologian, Cyril of
Alexandria spoke of “one incarnate nature of God the Word”, implying
that there is single subjectivity in Christ. Thus they could speak of “God
was born from Mary”, or “God died on the Cross”. The Christology as
defined by Cyril, which excluded bi-polarity in Christ was accepted at
Ephesus (431).

The Antiochians and their leading figure Theodore of Mopsuestia paid
particular attention to the historical Jesus and to his human deeds. They
accepted the fullness of the divinity of God the Word present in Christ, yet
it is independent in essence and in manifestation. Theodore never spoke of
‘God was born from Mary’ or ‘God died on the cross’. He accused Cyril of
Alexandria of ‘Theopassianism’ (attributing sufferings to God). For
Theodore, the Alexandrian Christology implied the absence of a genuine
human nature and a confusion of two natures. As Nestorius, patriarch of
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Constantinople professed this doctrine at Ephesus, he was condemned and
hence it is popularly known as ‘Nestorianism’. Nestorian theologians spoke
of one person, two hypostases (individuated principle) and two natures.
They used imageries that distinguished the two hypostases , such as ‘God
the Word dwelt in the temple of the human body’ or ‘God the Word put on
our humanity’ like the ‘purple garment by a king’.

As the two schools were engaged in heated discussions, the
Council of Chalcedon met in 451, which adopted a definition of Christology
using rather terminology of Antiochian resonance: ‘One Person, one
hypostases and two natures’. Moreover the Council of Chalcedon reinstated
the Antiochian theologians such as Theodore of Mopsuestia, Diodore of
Tarsus and Ibas of Edessa who were condemned at Ephesus (431). The
Syrians and Egyptians naturally thought that Chalcedon marks a rupture
from Ephesus and the Christology of Cyril of Alexandria (as Diodore and
Ibas attacked Cyril in their writings). Here begins the second major division.
The Byzantine Emperors used their diplomacy and even force for
reconciliation between the Chalcedonians and the anti-Chalcedonians. In
the course of time, Armenian, Ethiopian and the Malankara Orthodox
Churches joined the anti-chalcedonian camp. The advance of Islam since
the middle of the seventh century, changed the situation and in the East,
Christians were struggling for survival. Persecutions, natural calamities,
mass conversions to Islam made the Non-Byzantine Eastern Christians a
discriminated minority (dhimmi) living at the mercy of the Islamic rulers.

The most outstanding figures of the anti-chalcedonians were Severus
of Antioch (c.465-538) and Philoxenos of Mabugh (c.440-523). Severus
was probably the most brilliant theologian of Eastern Christendom after the
Cappadocian fathers. Severus preached and wrote in Greek, the language
of Antioch and its surrounding area. [But his works survive mainly in Syriac
translations). Philoxenos was the representative of the Syriac theology and
he wrote in Syriac, the language of Mesopotamia. However, he was fully
aware of the theological discussions of the Greek speaking world of his
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time, and certainly had a respectable knowledge of Greek as he studied at
the prestigious school of Edessa, under leading Antiochian theologians.

Severus and Philoxenos had to fight against two groups: Chalcedonians
and Nestorians. As the opponents were unable to counter their arguments
based on the Bible and the authentic patristic tradition, they were slandered,
banished from their sees and persecuted by the Byzantines. In fact Philoxenos
died as martyr. They were nicknamed as ‘monophysites’, implying that
they professed the teachings of Eutyches who denied the human nature in
Christ. In fact Severus, Philoxenos as well as the ‘Oriental Orthodox
Churches’ (as the anti-chalcedonians are known as in the ecumenical
parlance) condemn Eutyches and his teachings. The western manuals of
theology repeatedly use this title, which has been changed in the recent
past as miaphysites (following the Christological expression of Cyril of
Alexandria: one incarnate nature —miaphysis of God the Word).

Philoxenos was certainly one of the most original and creative mind of
Syriac Christianity. He was a strict ascetic who was inspired by Evagrius
of Pontus, a brilliant student of Bible and the patristic theology, a diligent
pastor and a prelate actively involved in the Church conflicts of his time.
(He played the most vital role in the installation of Severus as Patriarch of
Antioch in 512). Philoxenos is the author of numerous works, covering a
wide range of subjects: theological treatise, Bible commentaries, spiritual
homilies, letters on various subjects and liturgical services (see the list in
Mar Severios , p. 38-44). 37 works are known under his name of which 30
are widely accepted as authentic. Out of them, 21 are on Christology. His
writing were made known to the academic world thanks to Fr. André de
Halleux, of the University of Louvain. ( Philoxéne de Mabbug. Sa vie,
ses ecrits, sa théologie, Louvian, 1963). This fundamental study played a
significant role in changing western attitude towards Philoxenos and the
Oriental orthodox Churches. However until recently, the only introduction
to Philoxenos in English was the study by Roberta C. Chestnut (7hree
Monophysite Christology : Severus of Antioch, Philoxenus of Mabbug
and Jacob of Sarug, Oxford, 1976). [Unfortunately Chestnut uses the
misleading title ‘monophysite’]. The next major work on Philoxenos is the
doctoral dissertation by Mathews Mar Severios presented in 1984. But
since 1984, two important studies appeared in German by Prof .L.
Abramowski and T.Bou Mansour. [Both are now available in English
Translation , Christ in Christian Tradition, 11/3, Oxford, 2012], and one in
English by David A.Michelson (The Practical Christology of Philoxenos
of Mabbug, Oxford, 2014).

Philoxenos found that the traditional Syriac vocabulary as insufficient
for expressing the nuances of the Greek Christological thought. He was
responsible for bringing Syriac theology closer to the Greek terminology.
For this purpose he sponsored a new translation of the New Testament into
Syriac by Polycarpos. The Philoxenean version of the entire NT, now lost,
survives as quotations in the writings of our author. However, later this
served as the basis of the Harqlean version of the NT. Philoxenos wrote
polemical commentaries on portions of Mathew, Luke and John in which
he gives several valuable philological notes on the Gospel texts. This explains
the importance of a study on Philoxenos.

The remarkable study by Fr.V.C.Samuel (Council of Chalcedon Re-
examined, Madras 1977; Rep. 2001) exposes the Oriental Orthodox attitude
towards Chalcedon and was widely acclaimed in ecumenical circles. The
present study by Mar Severios represents another important contribution to
the ongoing dialogues between the Oriental Orthodox Churches and the
Catholic and Byzantine Churches.

Among the works of Philoxenos, Mar Severios selected the ‘Ten
Discourses against Habib’, which contain his main Christological
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affirmations. Habib was a scholarly recluse, who professed two nature
Christology. As one can expect, following the tendency of the polemical
literature of the patristic age, Habib accused Philoxenos of teaching heresies
of all kinds. The work of Habib is lost now. But Philoxenus gives long
quotations from the works of his opponent and refutes them one by one.

Habib professed Antiochian Christology of two natures/hypostases. It
is not clear whether he was a Chalcedonian or ‘Nestorian’. However his
arguments are reminiscent of Theodore and his followers. He spoke of the
conjunction’ and ‘indwelling’, rather than union of divine and human natures.
Following the leading Antiochians, Habib also spoke of ¢ temple and its
dweller’. Accordingly he attributed divine traits to God the Word and human
traits to man Jesus.

Philoxenos points out that this is against witness of the Gospel which
spoke of ‘Word became flesh and dwelt among us’ :John 1:14). Habib, like
Antiochians, carefully avoided statements that implies change in Divinity
(‘God was born from Mary, or ‘God died on the cross’). As Christology
deals with the ‘Mystery of Divine Becoming’, the fundamental concept in
the Christology of Philoxenos is ‘Becoming without change’. So incarnate
God the Word is one concrete and individuate being. He is from two natures,
divine and human and after the union, He is one. For him confessing two
hypostasis or two natures, would imply two persons joined together without
real union. Thus in his letter to the Emperor Zeno, Philoxenos wrote: ““ For
if we admit (in Him) nature and nature, we must necessarily admit person
and person, and consequently we must acknowledge two sons and two
Gods” (ed. Vaschalde, tr. 121; Syr. 167).

Mar Severios makes detailed analysis of the technical terms and imageries
used by Philoxenus, which are key to understand his Christology. Two terms
are fundamental: gnumo (hypotasis or individuated principle) and gyono
(nature: physis in Greek). It is not easy to explain the nuances of these
technical terms in modern languages. People understood them differently
and to a certain extent this was the reason for the Christological
controversies. Chalcedonians and non-Chalcedonians understood gnumo
(hypostasis) in a concrete sense, where as Antiochians (‘Nestorians’) in an
abstract sense. Likewise, the term gyono (nature) was understood by the
anti-chalcedonians in a concrete and the others in an abstract sense. Each
side had their own reason to defend their positions and when arguments
were not effective accusations of heresies or nicknames were used to shut
the mouth of the adversaries.

With scholarly rigor and clarity, Mar Severios analyses the key
terminologies, imageries and concepts used by Philoxenos, and shows how
he faithfully followed the Alexandrian Christology as exposed by Cyril. In
his conclusion, Mar Severios says that the real difference in Christology
consists of ‘historical facts and terminological differences’ (p.264). One
would naturally expect a detailed reflection of this important observation,
as he was teching at the Orthodox Theological Seminary since 1984.

Mar Severios has given the agreed statements of various ecumenical
dialogues and communiqué in appendix, which is useful for the students of
Christology.

A nearly complete bibliography makes this book a valuable reference
for students of Christology and Syriac language. An index of Syriac words
and subjects is lacking in this important study.

Prof. Dr. Martin Tamcke points out the importance of this monograph
(see, Preface). In his Foreword, Prof .Dr. Sebastian Brock commends it
as “excellent study” in which ““ the arguments of both sides set out with

remarkable clarity and objectivity”.
a
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Holy Qurbana

Acts 7:44 -53 or
Revelation 3:14-22
Hebrews 9: 1-14
St. John 10: 22 — 38

The 2™ Sunday of the Liturgical year is celebrated as the Feast of
Dedication of Church (Hoodos Etho). The gospel passage commemorates
Jesus visiting the Jerusalem Temple during the Feast of Dedication. The
Feast of Dedication also known as Hanukkah or Chanukah was an eight-
day Jewish celebration to commemorate the re-consecration and
rededication of the temple by Judas Maccabeus in 164/165 B.C (1Ma 4:59).
In 168 B.C. The Syrian king Antiochus Epiphanes attacked Jerusalem,
looted the temple treasury, and desecrated the altar by sacrificing a pig on
it. Judas Maccabeus, son of the Jewish priest Mattathias, and his brothers
gathered an army, liberated Jerusalem, cleansed the temple, and rededicated
the altar. The festival of Dedication, observed with the lighting of lamps
and rejoicing, commemorates that rededication. Although there is no
description of Hanukkah (also known as Festival of Lights) in the Scriptures
, apart from the Deutro canonical books of 1, 2 Maccabees , it remains the
most historically documented of all Jewish holy days.

.a. Under the care of the Great Shepherd

The Sheep-Shepherd analogy for the believer and the God can be seen
throughout the Bible. For the Israelites, with a pastoral background, this
was an apt simile to understand. The sheep completely rely upon its Shepherd
for its nurturing and care. In other words the whole existence of the sheep
depends on the shepherd. God expects such an unconditional dependence
from the believer. For ‘In him we live and move and have our being...’
(Acts 17:28) . As a believer our foremost duty is to have an absolute TRUST
in the Lord.

It is this trust that makes the sheep to follow the shepherd in his path. As
the sheep trusts the wisdom of the shepherd, it reaches the green pastures,
which would have been completely out of the sheep’s reach had it gone by
itself. “My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they follow me”
(10:27). Our Lord is calling us to trust Him and follow him without doubt,
fear or anxiety about our existence as well as destination. The sheep listens
to the voice of its shepherd and follows him. In a ‘noisy’ world, what
matters is that are we able to identify and listen to the voice that really
matters, the voice of our Lord. There would be ‘loud’ distractions from
various corners of life. But we need to tune our antennas/ receptors to the
right frequency to hear His voice. This would help us to transform the
‘cacophonies’ of life into harmony.

b. Clarion call to the shepherds

The passage under consideration has some messages for the clergy
who are the shepherds of the Church. Jesus Christ, the Good Shepherd
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(John 10:27) who is also referred to as Great Shepherd (Hebrews 13:20)
and Chief Shepherd (1 Peter 5:4) sets the model for the shepherds. As
good shepherds, the high priests and priests should know the flock (10:14)
and should be willing to even risk their lives (10:11,15). It’s their bound
duty to ensure that the sheep are led and fed properly. To lead the sheep in
the right path, the shepherd must know and tread the right path. The worldly
delights and luxuries, the pleasures of power or popularity can distract the
shepherd from the right path.

Prophet Ezekiel asks, “Should not shepherds feed the sheep?” (Ezek
34:2b). The prophet further rebukes : “...but you do not feed the sheep.
You have not strengthened the weak, you have not healed the sick, you
have not bound up the injured, you have not brought back the strayed, you
have not sought the lost, but with force and harshness you have ruled them”
(Ezek 34:4). Each shepherd should remind himself that he is accountable
(Ezek 34:10) to the Great Shepherd. The Feast of the Dedication of Church
is an appropriate time for the shepherds of the Church to revisit their
vocation, take a stock of their tending and rededicate themselves to the
call of the Good Shepherd.

c. Eagerness to stone others

“The Jews took up stones again to stone him” (Jn 10:31). Two chapters
before (8:59) also we read that the Jews picked up stones to throw at
Jesus. It’s interesting to note that both the incidents took place in the
Jerusalem Temple complex. Does it imply that even consecrated and
dedicated place/ space can be misused by people for fulfilling their ill-
intentions?

In both the instances (Jn 10:31; 8:59) the people tried to stone Jesus as
they heard something which was contrary to what they used to hear and
believe. They were not able to understand what he said. This is a picture of
hatred, bullying and exclusivism. This type of stoning continues even now,
though not with real stones. The media- social media and news media- has
become the easiest channel for the modern age stoning. The only difference
is that the natural stones have been replaced with trolls, racist or abusive
comments, fake news, etc. which are enough to murder the innocent multiple
types. The media trial in connection with the death of Sushant Singh Rajput
is one of the recent examples of people can be ‘stoned’ virtually. The passage
reminds as not to rush to stone people with biased statements or
comments when they speak something which we don’t understand or
disagree with.

Conclusion

The Word of God reminds us about the duties and roles of the sheep and
the shepherd; how we need to trust and listen to the voice of our Good
Shepherd; and how should the shepherds of the Church take care of their
folk. It also cautions us from instant judging and ‘stoning’ of others.
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13" Memorial Feast of Metropolitan Stephanos
Mar Theodosius of Blessed Memory celebrated

Bhilai: The 13" Remembrance Day of Mar Stephenos Mar Theodosios, the first
Metropolitan of madras and Calcutta Dioceses of the Malankara Orthodox Syrian
Church was held at St. Thomas Ashram, Kailash Nagar Bhilai from 1* to 5 November.

On 1* Nov., after the Holy Qurbana the Dr. Joseph Mar Dionysus, the Diocesan
Metropolitan hoisted the Feast flag. He also prayed that this remembrance feast
will be a blessing to all. Alexios Mar Eusebios, Asst. Metropolitan of the Mavelikkara
Diocese of the Malankara Orthodox Syrian Church, delivered the keynote address
at the webinar on November 3 at 7 pm on the theme ‘Vision of Christ: A
Comprehensive Perspective of Mar Theodosius’. Mar Eusebius reminisced that
Mar Theodosius as, “a great humanitarian who was fondly called as the Bada
Baba by the villagers”. He was a great visionary father who always worked for the
uplift of the villages.

The 48" Anniversary of St. Thomas Mission, Bhilai was oragnised as per the
Covid protocols. The present Director of Bhilai Mission, Dr. Joseph Mar Dionysius
chaired the programme. Thomas Ramban (Diocesan Secretary) and Fr. Aju K
Varghese felicitated the meeting. A documentary on the various educational and
social service activities of St. Thomas Mission conducted during the year was
presented. Geevarghese Ramban (Mission Vice President) welcomed the guests
and Fr. Jose K Varghese ( Mission Secretary) proposed vote of thanks. Mar
Theodosius Memorial Mementos and Cash Awards were conferred to the toppers
of classes X and XII from various Schools under MGM Group of institutions
affiliated to CBSE, ICSE and other State Boards.

On 5" morning, Holy Mass, incense prayers at the tomb and Apostolic blessings
were offered by the Diocesan Metropolitan Joseph Mar Dionysus. The services
were held as per standard operating procedures of Covid-19.
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